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Machin Definitives Notes Queen Elizabeth II

Introductory Notes

These notes are taken from the Machin Collectors Club Specialised Machin catalogue. They have been abbreviated to cover the listings here 
and give an excellent introduction to readers who may be interested in taking their interest in Machins further. 

The design

The Machin definitives depict a plaster bas-relief of H.M the Queen, sculpted by Arnold Machin, OBE, RA, which was based on photographs 
taken by Lord Snowdon, supplemented with a number of sittings. This was photographed to produce master negatives used in the production 
of printing cylinders and plates.

The printers

Between 1967 and December 1979 all the small format Machin definitives were printed in photogravure by Harrison & Sons Ltd. On 12th 
December 1979 8p stamps printed in photogravure by Joh Enschedé en Zonen of Holland were released and during 1980 stamps printed in 
offset-lithography by the House of Questa & John Waddington Ltd. appeared. From 1989 onwards offset-lithographed stamps by Walsall Security 
Printers Ltd. were issued. In 1991 with the 18p value and then between 1993 and 1996 for the ‘make-up’ values, Joh. Enschedé was the first 
printer to use computer engraved gravure (its worth noting, however, that these printings did not use the digitally re-mastered head).

A major change occurred during 1997 when a digitally re-mastered head was introduced. In conjunction to this, Royal Mail required all printers 
to adopt gravure for printing low value definitives. Furthermore, the most famous of the printers of British stamps, since before the first world 
war, Harrison & Sons Ltd. of High Wycombe, was absorbed into the De La Rue organisation. 

In 2003 Questa was absorbed with the De La Rue organisation. The plant at High Wycombe was closed down and the complete operation, 
including paper stock, presses etc. was transferred to the Questa plant at Byfleet in Surrey. De La Rue have now moved their operation to 
Dunstable in Bedfordshire.

A further change took place with the demise of the large format high value stamps. At the start of the Machin series the high value series were 
recess-printed by Bradbury, Wilkinson & Co. Ltd. These were followed by the photogravure Machin head series by Harrison & Sons Ltd. between 
1977 and 1988, and then by the Castles first and second issues from Harrison & Sons Ltd which were Recess printed. The re-engraved stamps 
from Enschedé followed in 1994. In 1999 the Castle high values were then replaced by the normal sized ‘Machins’ printed by Recess.

All these changes are reflected in the various sections of this catalogue with useful tips on aids to identification.

For clarity the printers are referred to as De La Rue, Harrison, Enschedé, Questa, Waddington and Walsall throughout this catalogue.

Photogravure

This was the main process used for printing Machin definitives until the introduction of computer engraved cylinders (see below) in 1991. 
Photogravure is an intaglio process, which means the stamp image is etched below the surface of the copper-printing cylinder. The printing area 
on the copper cylinder consists of minute cells of uniformed size and shape. These cells are all etched to different depths but the background 
area surrounding the cells is level. On the printing press the surface of the cylinder passes through a duct of liquid ink which fills the cells and 
also covers the non-printing areas. 

As the curved surface of the cylinder emerges from the duct the background is cleaned by a steel (doctor) blade, which scrapes the surplus ink 
from the surface and allows it to fall back into the ink duct. The surface of the cylinder is then brought into contact with the paper. Although 
not visible to the naked eye the photogravure-printed stamps have a distinctive screen pattern. When viewed under a magnifying glass, they 
will reveal line as well as tone made up of minute dots of uniformed size and shape, as a result of the cells depositing a quantity of ink on the 
paper. Gradations of tone are obtained by etching the cells to different depths, so that more or less ink is carried by the cells and transferred 
to the paper according to their depth. 

So, in photogravure, the screen dots are the same size but the volume of ink deposited on the paper by each cell varies in thickness. In the 
highlights and middle tones, the thinner films of ink allow more of the white paper to show through. Therefore it appears lighter than the 
darker areas, which are more deeply etched and deposit a thicker film of ink on the paper. Although photogravure cylinders have a very long 
life span a back-up cylinder will be made and in some cases such as first and second class issues, several backup cylinders will be produced. 
Photogravure cylinders are very expensive to produce and to prolong their life even further are often chromium plated. The backup cylinder 
will come in to use if the original cylinder has to be taken off for repair or to be re-chromed. When repaired the original cylinder will usually 
go back in to use.

Gravure

In this process the image is directly engraved onto the cylinder by a diamond stylus or laser instead of using a photographic plus acid etching 
method. The printing process itself is as described above but the resultant image is easily recognised as can be seen from the scans on Page 90. 
Various names have been given to this new system. ‘New image’ by the Post Office, ‘gravure’, ‘electro mechanical engraving’ and ‘computer 
engraved’. As the main difference is in the actual engraving of the cylinder we refer to it as ‘gravure’.  The term photogravure is no longer 
used since the ‘photo’ part is no longer appropriate. 



100 2017 20172017 2017

Offset Lithography

This process of printing was, until the introduction of computer engraved cylinders, used by Walsall Security Printers and The House of Questa 
for the printing of book panes, although Harrison & Sons do use the lithographic process for the printing of their book covers.

Lithography is a planographic printing process where the printing image and the non-printing background are in the same plane, and not raised 
in relief as in the case of letterpress printing (sometimes referred to as typographic), nor etched into the surface as in photogravure. It can also 
be referred to as a chemical printing process because it uses the natural repulsion of oil or grease by water as a means of determining which 
parts of a printing surface shall be inked and which parts remain uninked. 

Lithographic plates used for stamp printing are made of a metal, this being either zinc or aluminium. These metal plates are reasonably cheap 
to produce. Since their life span is fairly short compared to photogravure cylinders, they are easily replaced. This is the main reason why there 
are so many plate combinations on lithography printed stamps.

The stamp image is put on to the plate photographically, and is done by photographing the original artwork for the stamp. This is then made 
up into the pane size of either four or ten stamps. The negative is next printed on to the metal plate, which has a thin film of light-sensitive 
coating on its surface. When exposed to light the coating hardens and on development in water the areas unaffected by light are washed away, 
leaving the water-insoluble coating as the image printing areas. The negative is correctly positioned and exposed on to the metal plate the 
required number of times by a ‘step and repeat’ camera.

The term ‘offset lithography’ literally means that the image on the plate, (when on the press and inked up), is transferred or offset on to a rubber 
blanket and then from this blanket the image is transferred to the paper. This is done to give some flexibility between the plate and the paper. 

Stamps printed by lithography when only printed in one colour, as with some Regional issues, are very flat with little tonal range, when com-
pared to their photogravure counterparts. For this reason more than one plate is normally used and can be up to four plates, although Walsall 
used three plates for their first class stamps and Questa used two. Both of these printers used two plates for their second class stamps. Each 
plate prints a slightly different shade of the colour required and also prints a different part of the stamp. The background is on one plate, the 
head on a second plate and the background and head combined on a third plate. This third combined plate prints different parts of the head 
to the second plate. 

The blue of the second class stamps only requires two plates to produce the same stamp as that printed by photogravure, these being one plate 
for the background and the other plate for the head. The direction of printing on lithographic stamps cannot be identified but it would normally 
be upright or inverted. 

Stamps printed by photogravure are very easy to distinguish from the lithographic printed stamps. The simplest way to determine them is 
under magnification using a x10 glass. The edge of the stamp frame on a photogravure printing has spikes pointing in the direction which it 
was printed. This will only appear on one edge and will also help to distinguish the direction of print which can be either left, right, upright or 
inverted. Stamps printed by offset lithography normally have a straight clean edge on all four sides.

The information produced here on the printing of Machin definitives is only very brief but we hope will give an insight into the printing of our 
stamps and will also help to identify stamps printed by either photogravure or lithography.

It was always intended that Machin’s sculpted bust should be reproduced only in photogravure, and many people feel that no completely 
satisfactory lithographic reproduction has yet been achieved. Offset-lithography is however a much cheaper process, but is also a less secure 
process i.e. can be forged more easily then gravure.

It is important to remember that for the first twelve years of the design’s life, and whilst collectors were developing most of the terminology 
in use today, Harrisons printed all the small format stamps. When discussing technical aspects of stamp production comparisons are all too 
often made with the Harrison standard. Lithography is a completely different process and such comparisons are not always valid. In the notes 
following it may be assumed that references to offset lithography are common to Questa, Waddington & Walsall, those to photogravure are to 
both Harrisons & Enschedé. Many descriptions are common to both processes but comparisons between actual stamps should be drawn with 
care. (The computer engraved gravure process is common to all printers).

Recess 

This printing process is also referred to as either Intaglio or line engraved. Recess printing falls into the same group of printing methods as 
gravure in that the design will be cut/etched into the printing plate/cylinder. This is achieved by :-

 Recess - engraved lines and dots Gravure - screened image etching / engraving 

Initially, the design will be engraved onto a master die in soft steel. Depending on the complexity of the design this can take many weeks and 
requires a highly skilled craftsman. This is why the method is generally associated with ‘High’ values. Once engraved the master die will be 
hardened. Various methods of taking the master die to the printing plate have been employed for the Machin recess printed stamps :-

£.s.d

From the master die a transfer roller was made and this was used to ‘roll’ out multiple images onto the printing plate. This consisted of 160 
stamp images, arranged into four panes of 40 (5 x 8).

Machin Definitives  Notes Queen Elizabeth II
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Decimal ‘High‘ values 1970-1977 

Again, the master die was used to create a transfer roller which was used to ‘roll’ out multiple images onto a ‘Master’  printing plate. This 
consisted of 100 stamp images, arranged in one pane of 10 x 10. The ‘Master’ plate is then used to create the working / printing plates. Many 
printing plates can be created from the ‘Master’. This procedure was later revised to produce double pane printing plates.  

Decimal small format ‘High‘ values 1999-2003
 
The small format ‘High’ values introduced in 1999 used the world renowned master engraver Czeslaw Slania to create the die master for 
these issues. The value tablet position on the die master was not engraved which enabled the same head to be used for each of the four values 
- separate engravings were made for each of the value tablets. The same Slania die master was used by both Enschedé and De La Rue. Dif-
ferent techniques were used to manufacture the ‘Master’ and working plates - a detail account used by De La Rue can be found in the British 
Philatelic Bulletin June 2001 (Vol 38 No.10). The printing plates were in the main double pane consisting of 100 (10 x 10) in each pane. The 
Giori press used four of these plates concurrently during printing. 
 
Letterpress
 
This printing process is also referred to as typography, surface printed or relief printed. The process is effectively the opposite of Recess in that 
the design is raised above the surface of the printing plate. This method can be described in terms of woodblock printing whereby the parts of 
the design not to be printed is cut away. This leaves the parts to be printed as raised surfaces which take the ink (the design is in reverse), the 
woodblock is then pressed against the paper.  

It has only been used once to produce the Machin definitive in a booklet pane from the ‘Profile on Print’ prestige book issued in 1999 (the pane 
containing 4 x 1st Black NVI and printed by Harrison - the phosphor bands were printed in Litho).
 
Embossing

The process creates a raised profile of the design in relief  by making an impression in the paper, a corollary is the head on a coin or medal. 
It is not necessary for a coloured ink to be used with this method although one often is.

This process has only been used to produce the Machin definitive in a booklet pane from the ‘Profile on Print’ prestige book issued in 1999 (the 
self adhesive pane containing 4 x 1st NVI and printed by Walsall - the value tablet in grey and the phosphor was printed in Litho).

Head Types

Photogravure and Gravure

Four distinct types and several sub-types of varying importance exist. For the stamps with solid backgrounds types A & B have been adopted. 
Head A shows a flat base to the portrait, head B shows it curved. There are also numerous minor variations between the two types. 

  

 Head A with ‘Flat’ base Head B with ‘Curved’ base

For stamps with a light coloured background which varies in density across the width of the stamp (e.g. the 6p value), head type C is used. For 
stamps which show evenly toned, light coloured, backgrounds (e.g. the 13p value) head D is used. Head B exists in two major types:- ’B1’, 
the so-called ‘small head’ used for both the pre-decimal and the decimal issues and ‘B2’, ‘large head’. This was first seen in 1976 and which 
is very similar except that the portrait is set lower, so that the tip of the bust is much nearer the lower frame line. 

Head B2 with portrait set lower

→→
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There is also a missing photogravure-screening dot on the lower frame line near the left corner, common to all ‘head B1’ printings, which has 
been ‘repaired’. Head C exists in two types - the standard ‘head C’ was used throughout except for two printings showing the portrait set lower, 
but as good a variety as ‘head B2’ above.  Head D is consistent throughout except that some show a screen dot missing on the lower frame 
line, approx. 6.5mm from the left corner. Reduced size versions of all of the above were used for Regional issues, together with a variation of 
head D which shows a shaded space in the top of the central cross. 

The gravure printed normal stamps are the B2 Head but are computer engraved. 

  

 Head C with graduated background Head D with solid line at base 

The Millennium head stamps were introduced in the year 2000. Printed by De La Rue, Questa and Walsall, each printer’s stamps can be 
identified without any philatelic aid. Walsall printings show three clear jewels at back of the crown, whilst Questa printings show the top of 
the crown cut off. Many other differences exist.

   

 De La Rue Questa Walsall

Lithography

The situation here is much more confused. The way in which the plastic plates are made has permitted a lot of minor variations and versions 
of head types A, B, C, D, both full size and reduced for Regional issues. In no case so far, however, has more than one obvious variation been 
used on any particular value and we list only the basic types, which should be recognisable from the Photogravure illustrations above.

Screened values

A number of printings show ‘screened values’, the result of the (unintentional) presence of photogravure screening dots in the white value area, 
or, occasionally, ‘screened borders’ where the inter-stamp gutters were inadequately masked out during production of the cylinder. Occasionally 
the whole of a printing is affected. A magnifying glass (x10) is required to detect these popular variations. 

→
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Phosphors

Many of the Machin issues have phosphor bands; either one or two set vertically at the centre or side(s) of the stamps. Bands are usually 4mm 
or from 9.5mm (across pair of stamps), but there have been exceptions, which are shown in the text. Harrison & Enschedé bands were applied 
by screened photogravure cylinders; Waddington’s bands by unscreened typographic plates, and Questa’s and Walsall’s lithographic stamps 
by unscreened lithographic plates. All bands are now printed gravure and are unscreened.

From 1967 to 1993 all phosphor had Terephthalic acid as the activator. Harrisons call this Lettalite B3; philatelists generally refer to it as ‘violet’ 
or ‘B3’. Under UV the phosphorescence is violet. Two errors occurred. A 2½p printing was made using green ‘B1’ phosphor in error, and the 
so-called ‘jet’ printings (see below) are a mixture of violet and green reacting inks, which glow a dirty yellow under the lamp.

From 1986 onwards Harrison’s used a new phosphor, similar to ‘B3’ but using a different, almost transparent, solvent, which makes the bands 
much less obvious under natural light. This is described as ‘A’ Phosphor. 

All phosphors show some fluorescence as well as phosphorescence. In 1991 a further new phosphor was introduced having strong yellow 
fluorescence and violet/blue phosphorescence. This is described as ‘C’. The level of reaction of the yellow fluorescence varied from a very 
bright yellow to a pale greyish-yellow. 

1995 saw a further change with the phosphor having blue fluorescence and blue/violet phosphorescence. This is described as ‘D’. The changes 
to fluorescence, changes to adhesives from blue to white, and variations in the amount of  optical brightening agent in the stamp paper means 
all collectors need to be vigilant at all times. Regular contact with your suppliers is essential if you wish to maintain the completeness of your 
collection.

All phosphors, excepting the ‘blue’ of the Wilding era and errors, have stronger phosphorescence at short wave than long wave. In 1994 a phosphor, 
which has stronger phosphorescence, such that it can easily be detected with long wave UV lamp was observed. Known, as ‘Novaglo’, the name 
of the company understood to manufacture the phosphor. Note that many other stamps show long wave phosphorescence, but are less bright. 

For the identification of all different paper and phosphor types short wave and long wave ultraviolet lamps are essential. There are many models 
available, both battery operated and mains operated. Dual versions (interchangeable short & long wave tubes) are also available. Each lamp 
type has its own benefits and disadvantages.

Both the short wave and long wave versions are available with and without optical filters. In checking fluorescence of the B3 and ‘A’ phosphors 
a short wave with filter version is needed. In checking fluorescence of later phosphors a long wave version (without filter) is preferable. 

Phosphor Bands

Normal phosphor banded stamps can have either a single band placed at the centre, left or right or two bands placed at either side. However the 
width of these can vary depending on several factors. Centre bands can be either 4mm or 4.5mm in width. Two band stamps are usually derived 
from 9.5mm bands printed across the perforations. Therefore each band (in theory) should be 4.75mm in width. However, as the registraion is 
not always accurate, the space between each band should be measured. As the small format stamps are 21mm wide and, in this case, the bands 
are 9.5mm wide the resulting space between the bands is 11.5mm.  

Phosphor screens

Phosphor screens of 150, 250 and for the 1991 Enschedé stamps only 300 dots per linear inch screens have been used. Both 150 and 250 screens 
were used for a number of printings and these may be readily identified, with practice, using a x10 or x15 magnifier in good light. The 250 
screen is very fine, the 150 much coarser by comparison. In both cases one normally sees a grid (you are seeing the ‘streets’, not the ‘houses’), 
and it is the density of the grid which is important. Occasionally 150 screens can be seen with the naked eye. Conversely the screen may be 
‘clogged’ in printing. These can be very difficult to distinguish without some experience.

‘JET’ phosphors

Named after its discoverer, Mr. J.E. Thompson, this is the result of the contamination of violet phosphor with green phosphor ink not intended 
for stamps. It glows a dirty yellow colour under long wave UV, but is more easily identified by viewing the stamp through a thin film of plastic, 
such as the front of a Prinz or Hawid mount. This gives a good reaction to long wave UV which is not found on normal ‘B3’ stamps.

Phosphor under Ink

Much the simplest (and the only reliable non-chemical) method for the identification of these is to hold the stamp up to the light and to look 
from the gummed side. In the area covered by the phosphor band the stamp is actually lighter than in the non-phosphor area. This is caused 
by the fact that the first layer of ink (be it colour or phosphor) effectively seals the surface, so that subsequent layers do not soak in well 
and in consequence more of the ink evaporates off. This effect is best seen on the lighter stamps - 4½p, 6p etc., but is visible on other values.

Short band, Inset and Stepped Bands

Where phosphor bands are short, inset or stepped they are described as such in the text. Please note that all short and inset bands must be clear 
of the normal perforations (not necessarily the elliptical perforations) to qualify for inclusion in this catalogue.

Machin Definitives Notes Queen Elizabeth II
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Perforations

Various perforation gauges have been employed and the main ones are given below:
 * Harrison, and De La Rue, stamps are perforated 14¾ x 14; 
 * The Questa, Walsall and Waddington litho issues were originally perf. 13½ x 14 but this was later changed to perf 14¾ x 14, 
 * A printing of the Walsall litho 1st class N.V.I. book is known perforated 12¾ x 13 in error,
 * The Questa gravure issues are perf. 14 x 14,
 * The Walsall gravure sheet printings are perf. 14¾ x 14, whilst the gravure Prestige books are perf. 14 x14, with the Label books 
  being perf 14¾ x 14, but with smaller holes and ellipses,
 * The Bradbury Wilkinson High Value issues are perforated 12 x 12, 
 * The Harrison ‘Machin’ photogravure high values are 14 x 15. 
 * The decimal ‘Castles’ are perforated 15 x 14, as is the £10 ‘Britannia’.

Unfortunately no two authorities on this subject ever quote quite the same set of figures for the above. We show those most commonly used 
by collectors.

Perforators

A number of different techniques exist for producing the actual perforation holes. These are broadly as follows:

 The ‘Comb’ perforator

The original type of perforator is still in use after 140 years. These use precisely engineered male and female dies. Perforation is slow but the re-
sults are excellent, with perfectly formed ‘flat’ holes. Minor errors in spacing at the intersection of one strike with another are often noticed. 

 The ‘Kampf’ perforator

This perforated the stamps ‘in the web’ and comprised a precisely engineered ‘male’ drum, with rows of pins projecting outwards, whilst the 
female die was a similar drum, but without the pins and blanketed with a thick rubber sheet. The method may be quite crude but it is very 
effective. The holes, being punched through at speed, are not perfectly circular and the individual discs of paper are frequently not punched 
out completely and so cling to the edges of the holes.

 The Swedish ‘Lawnmower’ and APS Perforators

These draw the paper over raised ‘pimples’ to produce the holes in relief and the tops of these are then shaved or ground off with abrasives, from 
the gummed side. The holes are perfectly circular but ‘debris’ of paper and gum normally surrounds all or part of the holes and occasionally 
they are not cut through completely, so that a thin film covers each. This type of perforator has been in use since the late 1960s and Harrison’s 
Ab Produktion Svenska (APS) machine is the latest development.

Straight sided and elliptically perforated stamps

During 1987 the first issues appeared with officially sanctioned straight edges on one or more sides. Since 1993 stamps showing elliptical 
perforations, as an anti-forgery ‘security’ measure, have appeared and are now included on almost every issue.

Straight Edge stamps

The vast majority of Machin issues have perforations to which we are all accustomed. Straight edged stamps, which only had a short life span, 
can therefore be described as imperforate and this is the term that is used throughout this catalogue.

Direction of printing (DOP), Photogravure and Gravure issues only.

This is beyond the scope of this catalogue but can be found in the Machin Collectors Club Specialised catalogue..

Papers

Paper variations have occurred on both the pre-decimal and decimal issues. On the Decimal issue the first type used was OCP (Original Coated 
Paper), which is off-white to cream in appearance and dull under UV light. FCP (Fluorescent Coated Paper) was introduced during 1971 and 
is much whiter and more fluorescent under UV light. 
Experiments incorporating the phosphor into the paper coating go back to 1968 but large-scale production did not begin until 1979. Five dif-
ferent types are recognised:

 *  PCP (Phosphor Coated Paper): A largely experimental stock with some minor variations in finish but broadly similar to PCP1 
  (below)  except for the weaker afterglow.
 * PCP1 (Phosphor Coated Paper 1): A semi-shiny surface with a strong afterglow. 
 * PCP2: A highly glossy surface generally producing richly coloured stamps. 
 * ACP (Advanced Coated Paper): A semi-shiny surface, similar to PCP1, but with a very strong afterglow and appearing bright under  
  UV (as bright as FCP -  by comparison PCP/PCP1/PCP2 are as dull as OCP).
 * PPP (Phosphor Pre-printed Paper): FCP paper to which an overall phosphor coating (150 screen) was applied under the ink. The  
  surface is very matt and the stamp printing often blotchy. 

Machin Definitives Notes Queen Elizabeth II
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During 1993 the decision was taken to remove all Optical Brightening Agents from the papers (these are significant pollutants) and three new 
papers have appeared in consequence.

 * OFNP/SA (OBA Free Non-phosphor Paper): This is a paper/gum term and is used in all self-adhesive issues. Reaction to long wave  
  UV light similar to that of OFNP, although the paper texture appears smoother. Note that whilst this is described as coated paper,
  other papers are also coated.
 * OFNP (OBA Free Non-phosphor Paper): Used in conjunction with phosphor bands this replaced FCP.
 * OFPP (OBA Free Phosphorised Paper): Replaced PCP/ACP.

Paper varieties

 Varnished paper 

Varnish was applied to sub standard paper both under and over the phosphor ink (on the 9p violet FCP/PVAD stamp) and was also used on 
the ½p (Cylinder 8 FCP/PVAD) and the Scottish 12½ p (plate 7A 7B). These two varieties can be easily distinguished by holding the stamp at 
an angle to the light. Where the phosphor has been applied over the varnish, the bands are quite visible, but where applied under the varnish, 
they are barely visible.

 Translucent paper

Some books have appeared on both ‘normal’ and translucent papers with some falling in between. To determine the degree of translucency, 
lay the stamp side face down on a dark surface. Under normal lighting conditions the image will appear clear, if the paper is of the translucent 
type. It is very difficult to describe in print more accurately than this - comparison is always far more conclusive.

 Thin paper

As paper thickness can vary in a normal production run, only those with a marked difference from the normal are listed. As with translucent 
paper, comparison is recommended for positive identification.

 Silicone Coated Paper

This was an experimental coating designed to prevent coil stamps in vending machines sticking together. They can be distinguished (by 
comparison to a normal stamp) by holding them at an angle to the light looking across the phosphor bands, where they (the phosphor bands) 
appear much less distinct.

 Uncoated Paper

Normal paper has a chalk coating which enhances the printed image. Where this has been omitted the stamp has a flatter appearance, shows 
no UV reaction and does not respond to the ‘silver’ test.

 Glazed Paper

These stamps show a marked shiny effect most noticeable between the phosphor bands, and are easily recognised when compared to the 
normal stamp.

Adhesives

The identification of the adhesives used for the Decimal series should prove no problem to you. They are best described as follows: -

 GA - Gum Arabic

This is always shiny in appearance and can be verified by looking at the back of the stamp with a x10 glass. You will notice a ‘crazy paving’ 
appearance in the adhesive. Gum Arabic also has a tendency to curl very easily and can be confirmed by placing the stamp on your palm - The 
warmth and moisture from your hand will soon make it curl.

 PVA - Polyvinyl Alcohol

PVA is normally matt in appearance although it can sometimes appear with sheen but it lacks the ‘crazy paving’ effect of Gum Arabic. It does 
not curl as readily as GA either. The colour of PVA ranges from near white to a light brown but with the differences mentioned above should 
be easily identified. 
In 1994 Harrisons issued some sheets of the 19p on Cylinder 3 using a new formulation of PVA with no dextrin added giving a matt and creamy 
appearance. It was also noticed that a further printing from Cylinder 3, shortly afterwards, appeared translucent and more white. It was later 
established that the cause of this was in fact a change of paper thickness and NOT a change to the additive in the adhesive.

 PVA (Lay flat) - Non Curl

Introduced gradually since 1996 this adhesive has the property of resisting curling in conditions of high humidity. It is generally very matt in 
appearance and slightly cream in colour, it is often referred to as ’lay flat’. 
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 PVAD - Polyvinyl Alcohol with Dextrin added

PVAD with the very familiar bluish-green tint has been used in the vast majority of Machin issues; it frequently appears ribbed or mottled. 
Some printings by the House of Questa have been on paper supplied by Henry Leigh Slater, which has Dextrine adhesive, but with the green-
ish dye omitted. This reacts chemically as Dextrine (it still contains the starch) but looks very much like PVA.  When checking adhesives it is 
preferable to do so in natural daylight (not direct sunlight), although the modern Halogen hobby lamps may be useful.

Forgeries

Between 1872 and 1993 it seems that no GB stamp was forged, at least not on a commercial basis, or perhaps the forgers were never detected. 
In the Summer of 1993, copies of the then recently issued 24p rust stamp, which was then the current first class rate, began to appear in the 
South East of England. The forgers, it seems, had taken advantage of Royal Mail’s decision to sell stamps at a discount to retail outlets and 
gone into business themselves.
We understand that stamps were sold in sheets, or part sheets, and not books, at 20p per stamp. This discount was much greater than that offered 
by Royal Mail and was obviously attractive to retailers who were not too concerned about buying stamps in this way.
The forged stamps can be easily distinguished by the following characteristics:
 * They are perforated gauge 11, instead of the normal 14 or 15,
 * The perforated stamps show a peculiar arrangement of holes at the corners of the stamps
 * The gum is very shiny,
 * The paper quality is very poor,
 * The stamps were non-phosphor, which caused letters to be rejected at sorting centres.

About one year later another forgery appeared which was markedly superior to the 24p. This was the so-called ‘Questa’ 2nd class NVI. This 
stamp, unlike its predecessor, appeared in books (the covers of which were also forged) and loose panes.

The book and stamps have variously been attributed as rejected Questa printings, or trials, or the result of some nefarious unauthorised activities 
by an employee or employees at Questa.  The House of Questa had always vehemently denied this. 

The stamps themselves were produced to a remarkably high standard. The perforations were of the correct gauge, although these extended 
much further into the wider margin than is usual on normal Questa books.  The elliptical security perforations, which must have caused the 
forgers considerable difficulties, invariably slope to the right.

On some stamps within the pane they are placed slightly higher than on others. The stamps have a central phosphor band, but this produces no 
afterglow under UV light, although there is some yellow fluorescence under the lamp. On the examples seen, the stamps are a paler blue than the 
originals and have a blurred appearance. The forgers apparently did not attempt to produce the familiar Questa logo as no plate books have ever 
been found. The book covers are good enough to fool the general public (with no disrespect!) but again are easily distinguishable as fakes. 

The cover is 50mm wide against the normal 48mm and on a thin card. The locking tab is the right shape and in the right place, but slightly 
larger. The colours used on the outside of the cover are close to the original, although there are minor differences. The facsimile stamp is 
much darker and again blurred in appearance. This is the most obvious visible sign. Inside, the cover is shiny instead of being matt and those 
troublesome glue spots, characteristic of all Questa books, are absent.

Although Royal Mail’s enquiry’s into these forgeries continued for a while, it now seems unlikely, given the time that has passed, that any 
prosecutions will be made, or indeed whether further information will be made available.

Machin Definitives Notes Queen Elizabeth II



2017 2017 1072017 2017

Source Identification

Source
There can be a considerable difference in the value of any single stamp through its source. This guide is NOT comprehensive, but using other 
attributes such as value, colour, paper/gum combination and phosphor bands, positive source identification should hold no difficulties. Identifying 
a stamps source is achieved by looking at the perforations on each edge which can be either torn or guillotined. 
 
 Guillotined perforations Torn perforations with fibrous ends

  

Follow these guidelines and the task is normally straighforward - The arrows on the following illustrations indicate guillotined edges.

 1. On Sheet stamps all four sides are always torn.

 3. On Horizontal coils stamps both the top and bottom sides are guillotined.

 2. On Vertical coil stamps both the left and right sides are guillotined.

  

 Horizontal coil Vertical coil
  
 4. On Machine (Vending) books the left and right sides of the pane are guillotined i.e. on any individual stamp either the left or right  
  side is guillotined. The bottom stamps can be either torn or guillotined

 5. On Counter books the top, bottom and right edges of the pane are guillotined  i.e. on any single stamp either the top or bottom is
   guillotined and other sides are torn or, if they are from the end of the pane opposite the selvedge then two adjacent sides are guillotined.

  

 Machine(vending) pane Counter pane

 6. On Prestige panes (below right) if the stamps are totally separated from the original pane then all four sides would be torn and this  
  could cause difficulty if there are no other attributes to consider. It is recommended therefore that, whenever possible, stamps 
  from Prestige books be collected with the adjacent selvedge to prove its source.
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